GENERAL COMMENTS
This manuscript reports the results of a pilot study designed to evaluate the feasibility of recruiting and testing survivors of childhood brain tumors and controls form the hospital and community setting without a brain tumor history. The larger trial aims to compare inflammatory markers between the two groups and also to evaluate the impact of lifestyle on inflammatory markers. The paper is well written and organized. Unfortunately, the recruitment rates were very low which will make the results of the comparison between two groups in a larger study difficult to generalize outside of the recruited study population. In observational research, it is important for the study participants to be representative of the target The manuscript does not offer any novel information and is inconsistently written as noted below.
Response: We thank the reviewer for taking the time to provide comments and suggestions to improve this manuscript. The purpose of this paper is to report the testing of study procedures, and the information it provides relate to pragmatic issues of recruitment and testing of study methods; we also highlight difficulties encountered and propose strategies to ventilate these issues.
The authors need to better define their terms. For example, they use "recruitment rate" interchangeably for those who were consented or those who completed all study-related activities. Those two numbers are very different.
Response: We have corrected this
The abstract needs to be more consistent with the flow of the text so that it"s easier to read.
Response: We have changed the abstract layout for better flow
And it seems that multiple study team members took anthropometric measurements, which increases variability of results.
Response: We do agree that this can be an issue. The researchers are trained in study procedures at the start, and have repeated training on regular basis to ensure consistency of procedures. In addition, they are all supervised by the PI while performing study procedures, and if there is any deviation from measurement protocols, these measurements are repeated to ensure adherence to study procedures. This manuscript reports the results of a pilot study designed to evaluate the feasibility of recruiting and testing survivors of childhood brain tumors and controls form the hospital and community setting without a brain tumor history. The larger trial aims to compare inflammatory markers between the two groups and also to evaluate the impact of lifestyle on inflammatory markers. The paper is well written and organized. Unfortunately, the recruitment rates were very low which will make the results of the comparison between two groups in a larger study difficult to generalize outside of the recruited study population. In observational research, it is important for the study participants to be representative of the target population. The solutions offered to remediate low recruitment are perhaps feasible for a clinical trial, but really are not appropriate for an observational study. solutions to optimize recruitment within the target population and a comparison of who participates and who does not should be offered so the efforts spent doing the larger study can be generalized outside of the study population. Age, gender, race and postal code matching or sibling matching might be a solution to engage the comparison group. Providing nominal financial incentives also improves recruitment.
Response: We thank the reviewer for the thoughtful comments.
The study participants at this stage are made up of two groups: survivors of childhood brain tumors attending our center, and a control group that is recruited from a representative sample of the general pediatric population of the community. As we serve 2.3 million people, this represents close to 8% of the whole population of Canada, so we feel it reflects a representative population of children.
As we forge collaborations with other neurooncology centers in Canada, our sample will certainly be more representative of pediatric populations in industrialized countries which will allow generalizability.
Ultimately, the challenge is to get the neurooncology patients to participate in the study, and then to match the comparison group to those who participate. At this point, the groups are different, and this is a reflection of the early stage of the study. We will ensure that the groups are more homogeneous moving forward by periodically balancing the two groups through ensuring that the comparison group is age and sex matched to the survivors group.
In relation to provision of financial incentives, this is an excellent idea. We do pay for breakfast for the participant, but the families still pay for parking. In our grant applications, we are proposing to pay the cost of parking, breakfast, and to give a $10 token for participation. This has been added to the paper to clarify this important point.
